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Northern Illinois has its share of public works projects that have languished in the “planning
stages” for years without ever seeing an inaugural bucket of concrete poured. Millions spent,
nothing delivered. A third airport in Peotone comes to mind. So do the Illiana toll road and, for
those with long memories, the Crosstown Expressway proposal of the 1960s and ’70s.

You probably can put the Route 53 extension on the same dusty shelf. Proposals for an
expressway that would extend Route 53 into Lake County stretch back to the 1960s.
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But now the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, the arbiter over which transportation
projects get whatever federal funding is available for the region, has taken the Route 53
extension off of its priority list. When you say “no federal funding,” you’ve said a lot.

Unbowed, the Illinois Tollway is forging ahead with a $25 million environmental study
launched last year to help officials determine if the proposed toll road is needed to handle
growth in Lake, northern Cook and eastern McHenry counties. The 25-mile extension would
link up Arlington Heights in Cook County to Grayslake in Lake County, and widen a stretch of
Route 120.

So while the already dim prospects for the project have grown ever dimmer, the Illinois
Tollway is still spending the $25 million. Why?

Tollway officials say they hope this study will help bring finality to a half-century debate:
Should this project be built or not? The officials say the study is examining a wide geographic
area and not just the Route 53 corridor. Conceivably, the Route 53 extension or some other
notion — improved arterial roads? — could emerge as a potential solution for the area’s traffic
snarls. CMAP then could return the Route 53 extension or a replacement project to its priority
list.

The question is whether those two “coulds” justify continuing to spend the $25 million. The
Tollway by itself arguably can provide all the finality it wants:If CMAP is downgrading this idea,
we’re finished spending money on it.

The Tribune’s Mary Wisniewski quotes former Tollway Director Bill Morris, of Grayslake, as
calling the agency “irresponsible” for spending millions of dollars on yet another
environmental study. Last year the U.S. Public Interest Research Group, a consumer advocacy
organization, listed the Route 53 project, which if ever built would carry a price tag of $2.65
billion, on its roster of the nation’s most wasteful highway boondoggles.
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Still, the proposed extension has always had influential friends. They include the Illinois
Economic Policy Institute, a think tank whose board members represent the construction
industry and labor unions — entities that stand to profit if the extension ever gets built.
Proponents of the extension argue it would bring jobs and commerce to Lake County.

But for now the proposal to extend Route 53 is going nowhere.

Here’s free-of-charge advice for the directors of the Tollway:

Your chairman, Bob Schillerstrom, says the environmental study is in its early stage. Yes, your
staff sincerely thinks spending this $25 million could — emphasis ours — eventually lead to
some project that CMAP would rule eligible for federal funding. But to those of us who pay the
tolls, that sounds like a $25 million hope that the study will justify spending gazillions on new
concrete.
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With all of that, why not give the Route 53 extension — or any new derivative of it — a well-
deserved rest? Why not declare any such project comatose for now? Why not revive it if and
when the localities involved agree on whatever road improvements they desire?

And why not admit that continuing to spend the $25 million doesn’t bring finality to this long
debate. It only perpetuates it.
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Join the discussion on Twitter @Trib_Ed_Board and on Facebook.

Submit a letter to the editor here or email letters@chicagotribune.com.
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